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Abstract This article engages with the question: what does the internationalisation of
higher education in times of globalisation sustain and what should it sustain? We first
consider, through literature on globalisation and Stier’s (Glob Soc Educ 2(1):1-28, 2004)
work, limitations of currently prevalent perspectives on internationalisation in economic
terms. We then offer a brief review of how sustainability is understood in higher education
and articulate our own notion of educational sustainability. We flesh it out in reference to
data reflecting ideas and activities constitutive of daily practices of internationalisation in
one faculty of education. We contend that our sustainability frame of reference can expand
opportunities to think critically about internationalisation and, more importantly, offers
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Internationalisation of higher education: the problem of the market

The internationalisation of higher education is considered to be a response to, and even a
product of, globalisation (Altbach and Knight 2007; Bhandari and Blumenthal 2011,
Knight 2008; Montgomery 2010) resulting in an intensification of the global/local flows of
people, ideas, and capital in higher education institutions, particularly in wealthier coun-
tries. Internationalisation has become a key institutional strategy for Canadian universities
(Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada 2007) seeking to brand and position
themselves in a competitive market. The growth of transnational production characteristic
of economic globalisation has precipitated intensification of the linkages between the
purposes of economic globalisation (‘the market’) and higher education, supporting the
argument that the economic dimensions of globalisation are leaving their mark on edu-
cation (e.g. Bartell 2003; Burbules and Torres 2000; Edwards and Usher 2000; Hayrinen-
Alestalo and Peltola 2006; Knight 2011; Marginson 2004, 2006; Montgomery 2010; Rizvi
and Lingard 2000; Smith 2006; Unterhalter and Carpentier 2010). Many of the scholars
above have argued that universities are becoming more corporate and less collegial, more
consumer and market oriented and that higher education is becoming more aligned with
serving economic globalisation rather than subverting or countering its more harmful
impacts. This predominant focus on the economic sustainability of higher educational
institutions, often hidden behind the rhetoric of maintaining and even encouraging aca-
demic and educational goals and purposes, has led, in our view, to some unintended
consequences such as limited attention to the values of learning and teaching in interna-
tional and intercultural contexts (Beck 2009; Beck et al. 2007). Hence, our rationale for
employing sustainability as an organising principle emerges from our observations of
current practices of internationalisation that have more to do with the commodification of
education than with ethical principles and educational values. We now turn to the notion of
sustainability.

What does sustainability mean?

The term “sustainability” commonly refers to environmental, social, and economic sus-
tainable development first defined in the Brundtland Report of the World Commission on
Environment and Development (1983) notably with ethical commitments to equity being
part of the notion from the beginning. In the Brundtland Report sustainable development
can be seen as a two-pronged effort that seeks to preserve or improve the natural envi-
ronment, and at the same time provide means to improve the conditions of the socially and
economically disadvantaged in the world. An assumption within such a conceptualisation
is the preservation or renewal of a set of resources on which social and economic devel-
opment rests. A further assumption is that sustainability must be understood as a devel-
opmental process. Many theoretical formulations and applications of sustainability have
been developed since with different emphases (Gibson 2001). Indigenous peoples have
argued for cultural diversity as the fourth pillar of sustainable development, and the
inextricable link between biological and cultural diversities (Bates et al. 2009). Their
philosophies are based on respectful human and environmental interactions and the
establishment of mutually beneficial and reciprocal relationships. Similarly, there is a
growing trend among researchers to consider sustainability as a continuing process that
requires recognition of context, histories, and relational elements, rather than as a set goal
to be achieved (Faber et al. 2005; Wals 2012). We align ourselves to this notion of
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sustainability as a process that is characterised by a complex web of relationships in






Analyses of power and diversity/difference as discussed in postcolonial thought also
inform our work. Bhabha (1990, 1994
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applying an educational sustainability lens to the internationalisation of higher education as
experienced by faculty, students, and staff in their daily activities in one faculty of edu-
cation. Stier’s work helps clarify how internationalisation is currently approached in higher
education in wealthy countries. Combining this critique with an ecological understanding
of sustainability allows us to highlight what internationalisation of higher education could
and should be in contrast to what it is overwhelmingly at present.

Moving towards sustainable internationalisation: an illustration

As noted above, we will attempt to illustrate how the view of sustainability discussed here
as linked to a case study that focuses on the everyday experiences of those involved in
internationalisation could advance us theoretically in arguing for what is worth sustaining
in internationalisation activities.

A brief note on methodology

The setting for this study was a Western Canadian university that has been actively
involved in international activities for the past nineteen years, and is explicitly interna-
tionally oriented in its identity. Within the faculty that was studied, international education
is a key program area that offers various educational opportunities for domestic and
international students in undergraduate and graduate programs, pre and in-service teacher
education programs.

This study used a combination of two methods: an online survey, including forced
choice (check-list, yes/no, ranking, and Likert scale) questions, as well as open-ended
questions, and semi-structured qualitative interviews, to explore internationalisation within
the faculty. Survey participants included 125 students (representing 5 % of students
enrolled), 34 faculty members (42 % of the faculty), 11 staff members (19 % of staff), and
one administrator (13 %). Among the 13 interview participants, there were seven students
(four graduate and three undergraduate), four faculty members and two staff members.

We first revised and re-administered an instrument used by the Association of Uni-
versities and Colleges of Canada (AUCC) to survey the status of internationalisation of
higher education in Canada. Given the fact that the findings of AUCC studies have been
influential in justifying support for internationalisation activities and claims in Canadian
higher education institutions, we wanted to have a point of comparison and reference to our
own institution. We expanded the participant population from administrators to include
students, faculty, and staff. We sought to collect data on participants’ perceptions and
experiences relating to the meaning of internationalisation, rationales and outcomes of
internationalisation, and teaching and learning. In our qualitative interviews, we covered
topics such as curriculum, pedagogy, personal/social outcomes, decision-making, partici-
pation in international activities, value of credentials and so on.

Analysis of the survey data was descriptive in nature, involving the calculation of
frequencies and percentages. Qualitative data from the survey were organised according to
thematic categories and frequencies were calculated. Common themes, as well as unique
and insightful responses were identified. Interview data, subsequent to member checking,
were coded according to emergent themes, as well as to generative and unique insights.

Informed by these rich and varied data sets, we discuss below some of our findings, as
they help us flesh out the concept of sustainable internationalisation and illuminate the
usefulness of considering internationalisation through the prism of educational
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nothing ... get on board”. Findings indicated that, rather than supporting diverse knowl-
edges and traditions within programs and courses, too often the focus remained on North
American content. International students were marginalised and their knowledges de-
valued; for example, a faculty member commented: “We just never make use of the
resources those [international] students bring”. Participants spoke of how the learning
context remained monolingual and mono-cultural, and those with English as an additional
language faced stigmatisation. In addition, student mobility and exchange programs for



One pocket of activity was identified in a unique program designed to prepare inter-
nationally educated teachers for certification as teachers in British Columbia. Students
attending this program are recent immigrants to Canada with ample experience teaching
elsewhere. A staff person noted how instructors modify their curriculum in acknowl-
edgement of the diverse experiences the students bring, and in an attempt to support these
students:

The people that are working with [the internationally educated teachers] really try to
understand their students ... I think our faculty gets a huge amount of credit for ...
saying, “No, we are not going to do the cookie cutter thing ‘cause this isn’t work-
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| haven’t done this, but | would really like to ... [try] to get multilingual students to
look in educational literature in their own language and bring that to class. (Inter-
view, Faculty 4)

I think ... taking care of the international students locally so having enough
resource[s] for them ... is ... important. (Interview, Student 2)

In other words, this case study offers examples of how a sustainability lens can be used
and is useful for noticing curriculum/pedagogy. It suggests a vision of sustainability that
entails a dialogic relationality between students, teachers, and curriculum (Kramsch 2002),
as well as knowledge-building that reflects respect for and attendance to complex and
holistic global/local interactions and interconnections (van Lier 2004).

Another example of what the valuing of diversity entails refers to expanding knowledge
of different educational traditions. More specifically, of particular significance in our
relations could be the conscious effort to expand our knowledge of “the Other” (Bhabha
1994), as attested in the following quote: “We have all these Chinese students go through
our graduate programs and is there any increased understanding of Confucian ideas about
education in the Faculty generally? No.” (Interview, Faculty 4). Such knowledge expan-
sion can be fruitful in countering potential academicentrism in our practices where Western
ideas dominate extensively the curriculum.

The examples above of the actual subjective experiences of internationalisation of
students, staff, and faculty highlight relationships and power dynamics that they have
been enmeshed in, as well as the possibilities that a sustainability frame of reference opens
up for recognising the enormous benefits of valuing diversity within contexts of
internationalisation.

Reciprocity/mutuality

Insights in our data could be very helpful in leading the way towards a more holistic and
thus sustainable approach to internationalisation in contrast to its blind acceptance. Often,
visions for intercultural/international education in the words of our study participants are
based on principles of mutuality, inclusiveness, reciprocity, and/or mindfulness—directly
resisting or countering an instrumental rationale (Stier 2004) and potentially inequitable
power relations. Survey comments and interview data spoke to these visions:

[Internationalisation] should be done differently than the money-grab it seems to be.
| have a recurring nightmare that we institutionalize procedures whereby we send a
stream of privileged White men to Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. | would like for
our [faculty] to challenge existing paradigms of internationalisation—develop cre-
ative and transgressive strategies that benefit all students and faculty involved (e.g. at
host and visiting institutions) as well as the local communities in which these
exchanges occur. (Survey, Faculty)

[Internationalisation is] more about respect than money ... It must be a genuine
desire on the part of all of us to learn about ourselves and our neighbours and to
widen our perspectives. (Interview, Student 7)

Thus, our data demonstrated powerful, even if not very common, examples of awareness of
the need for mutual engagement that is respectful and collaborative. Such awareness is a
useful signpost in moving beyond economic imperatives towards equitable reciprocal
relations in internationalisation activities. One faculty member spoke to the importance of
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not imposing curriculum or pedagogy within a project in South East Asia, but rather
“allowing people in different cultures to communicate and learn from each other in a low
pressure environment—[which] will foster ... more sustainable changes in beliefs about
best educational practice” (Survey, Faculty).



Overall, it seems that respectfully acknowledging the other and mutuality are powerful
strategies to enact an educationally sustainable internationalisation. As these data suggest,
analysing experiences of internationalisation through a sustainability lens allows one to



In addition to interrogating how internationalisation is understood, it is important to
expand in educational settings on theorising ‘sustainability’ of educational activities and
not only education for sustainability. As suggested in this article, we view ecological
perspectives as especially valuable in drawing attention to the “complex, nonlinear and
relational” character (Kramsch 2002, 10) of education. In addition, they emphasise the
dynamic interaction of contexts and people in ways similar to the interplay “between
parts of a living organism” (3) and take into account the totality of relationships a
learner enters into with all aspects of his/her environment. Thus, ecological perspectives
offer a ‘relational way of seeing’ enabling us to account for phenomena that might
otherwise go unnoticed in situations of teaching and learning. Viewed through this lens,
individuals, professional communities, and larger institutions involved in processes and
practices of internationalisation are all parts of a living organism intertwined in socio-
cultural, economic and political relations affected by globalisation. Enactments of in-
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